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House of Burgess: Canaries in Ferguson's 
coal mine 


Treatment of journalists indicator of conditions 


By Rob Burgess 
Tribune columnist 


Writing last week’s column — “First Amendment assault in Ferguson” — 
was an exercise in frustration. Every time I thought I was finished adding 
names to the list of journalists arrested, threatened, gassed and shot at 
while covering the civil unrest in Ferguson, Missouri, something else would 
happen. I was up until the early morning hours of Aug. 19 compiling the 


ever-expanding roll call. 


As I wrote in that Aug. 20 column, in the aftermath of the Aug. 9 shooting of 
unarmed African-American teenager Michael Brown by Officer Darren 
Wilson, the following reporters were detained and released: Wesley Lowery 
(The Washington Post), Ryan Reilly (The Huffington Post), Robert Klemko 
(Sports Illustrated), Rob Crilly (The Telegraph), Neil Munshi (The Financial 
Times), Scott Olson (Getty images), Frank Hermann (Der Standard), Ryan 
Deveraux (The Intercept), Ansgar Graw (Die Welt) and Lukas Hermsmeier 
(Bild). For the sake of completeness, I must now add several addenda to 
that list. According to the Freedom of the Press Foundation, 17 journalists 


have now been arrested in Ferguson to date including: 


e Antonio French, alderman for St. Louis’ 21st Ward and citizen journalist, 
was dragged by police from his car Aug. 13 and arrested for unlawful 


assembly. 


e Matthew Giles, New York University journalism student, and Pearl Gabel, 


New York Daily News reporter, were arrested Aug. 17. 


e Kerry Picket, Breitbart News reporter, was arrested Aug. 18 by a Missouri 


State Trooper before being released several hours later. 


e Tom Walters, CTV News reporter, and Bilgin Sasmaz, Anadolu Ajansi 


reporter, were both detained Aug. 19. 


e Coulter Loeb, freelance reporter with the Cincinnati Herald, was arrested 


Aug. 20. 


In addition to journalists, police in Ferguson targeted many others who 
posed no threat. The Rev. Renita Lamkin, pastor of St. John African 
Methodist Episcopal Church in St. Louis, was hit in the stomach with a 
rubber bullet fired by police Aug. 13 while she was attempting to disperse 
protesters. Holocaust survivor Hedy Epstein, who turned 90 on Aug. 15, 
was arrested Aug. 18 in front of the Wainwright Building in downtown St. 
Louis for failure to disperse. That same evening, police in Ferguson fired 


tear gas into a crowd of peaceful protesters. 


“Children [suffered] the effects of the gas, including two young ... girls — 
one dressed in a pink tank top coughing as she struggled to push the shirt 
up over her mouth and nose while a woman rushed her from the scene,” 


reported MSNBC’s Amanda Sakuma and Zachary Roth Aug. 18. 


Citizens who were allowed to exercise their First Amendment rights were 
treated like cattle. On Aug. 16 and 17, Gov. Jay Nixon imposed a midnight to 
5 a.m. curfew in Ferguson. “Approved Assembly Areas” or “Free Speech 
Zones” were set up by police to corral protesters and press alike. Protesters 
who showed up after the Missouri National Guard was deployed and the 
curfew was lifted Aug. 18 were told they could demonstrate, but only if they 
didn’t stop walking. That night, Reilly encountered Ruth Gordon, 73, who 
wore her handicapped parking tag around her neck as she struggled to 


comply with the demand. 


“T know I’m a slow walker, but eventually I get where I want to go,” she told 


Reilly. 


All this is important because the treatment of those who wish to bear 
witness or make their voices heard is often a reliable indicator for 


conditions on the ground. 


“Journalists can at times be the canary in the coal mine for situations when 
basic order and public safety have broken down,” wrote Max Fischer in Vox 
on Aug. 18. “So if this is how police in Ferguson are treating journalists, just 


imagine how they treat local residents.” 


CNN’s Don Lemon was broadcasting live Aug. 18 when he was shoved back 
forcefully by St. Louis County Police Officer Dan Page (who was suspended 


Friday). 


“I think we’re about to be arrested,” Lemon said into the camera. “We’re on 
national television, so imagine what they’re doing to people when you don’t 


n 


See. 


Sadly, we don’t have to imagine that hard. 


Rob Burgess, Tribune night editor, may be reached by calling 765-454-8577, 
via email at rob.burgess@kokomotribune.com or on Twitter at 


twitter.com/robaburg. 


